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Abstract 
There are many challenges when attempting to understand the current open access 
environment, and the frameworks and best practices that are driving the move-
ment forward. Collection development and scholarly communications have become 
a partnership of blurred lines, as paid subscriptions must be managed in parallel 
with open access content. Given the rapid pace of change, the coverage of the past 
20 years of open access is the most relevant to grasp present conditions and the tra-
jectory of the future of open access initiatives. Within that time frame, important 
milestones, advocacy groups, open access models, and sprouting enterprises will il-
lustrate what is meant when open access is discussed. 
Keywords: Article processing charges (APC), open access (OA), open educational re-
sources (OER), scholarly communications, serials crisis, transformative agreements 
digitalcommons.unl.edu
Published in Serials Review 2020, VOL. 46, NO. 4, pp 300–304. 
doi:10.1080/00987913.2020.1850041  
Copyright © 2020 Margaret Mering and Casey D. Hoeve. Published with license by Taylor 
& Francis Group, LLC. Used by permission.   
Mering &  Hoeve  in  Serials  Rev iew 46  (2020)        2
Introduction 
In 2019, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Libraries 
and the MIT Committee on the Library System partnered to form the 
Ad Hoc Task Force on Open Access to MIT’s Research and provided 
recommendations to create the “MIT Framework for Publisher Con-
tracts” (MIT Ad Hoc Task Force, 2020). The framework outlined ways 
in which libraries should aspire to negotiate with information ven-
dors, with the optimal goal of making university authored publica-
tions open access (OA) and freely available to the public. How this 
developed is based upon historical milestones, both failures and suc-
cesses, to help ensure libraries and information access remain sus-
tainable well into the future. 
Historical milestones 
Open access maintains a dynamic history that has proved flexible and 
adaptable to modern-day publishing practices. Originally referred to 
as the Free Online Scholarship Movement, major open access mile-
stones have been documented over the last 50 years (Suber, 2009), 
illustrating the longevity of the principles advocating for the free dis-
tribution of knowledge. However, sifting through the multitude of 
projects and initiatives can be overwhelming, and obscure the picture 
of how we view open access in the modern sense. 
For the sake of relevance, the last 20-years of open access mile-
stones convey lingering and future aspirations that best shed light on 
the present scholarly environment. In order to answer the contem-
porary question, “what is” open access, it is important to understand 
“why” it exists, and how libraries have become major stewards of the 
movement. In this context, one of the most important catalysts driv-
ing open access is the serials crisis: the inability to subscribe to jour-
nals and databases from information vendors that increase their prices 
beyond what libraries can sustainably afford. 
In response to the serials crisis, between 2002 and 2003, the Buda-
pest Open Access Initiative, the Berlin Declaration on Open Access to 
Knowledge in the Sciences and Humanities, and the Bethesda State-
ment of Open Access Publishing were announced (Suber, 2015). These 
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statements encouraged universities and scholarly organizations world-
wide to publicly advocate for, and support the active implementa-
tion of open access policies in their institutions. Hundreds of univer-
sities and scholarly associations signed the declarations; however, 
other than some discipline specific open access databases available, 
larger-scale, institutional experiments and metrics for success were 
not widely available to serve as a reliable template.  
In 2015, the Max Planck Society (MPS) for the Advancement of Sci-
ence conducted a study to determine if institution-wide open access 
could be achieved. Their hypothesis was based around author process-
ing charges (APCs), fees that can be paid by an author to make a jour-
nal article open access, rather than access through costly subscriptions 
or interlibrary loan. Through their study of the MPS’ own subscrip-
tions, it was suggested that if universities paid APCs for their own fac-
ulty publications, open access would be extensive enough to enable the 
cancelation of all subscriptions (Schimmer et al., 2015). In 2016, the 
“Pay it Forward Project” attempted to replicate these results among 
major universities in the United States, and it was found that “library 
budgets alone are unlikely to be sufficient to fund publishing activi-
ties through APCs (University of California Libraries, 2016). Lacking 
a viable model, new strategies needed to be developed to successfully 
enact open access measures in the scholarly publishing environment. 
In 2018 and 2019, major shakeups of the scholarly publishing world 
occurred as the result of another major serials crisis. While many 
universities have been recorded for canceling large journals pack-
ages, known as big deals (SPARC*, 2020) since 2003, major European 
and United States consortia took monumental steps toward challeng-
ing unsustainable prices charged by publishers. In 2018, more than 
800 German and Sweden academic institutions could not reach an 
agreeable subscription deal with Elsevier, including open access stip-
ulations, leading to loss of access (Kwon, 2018). In 2019, failed ne-
gotiations between the University of California System and Elsevier 
caused the University of California to cancel its journal subscriptions 
with Elsevier system-wide (McKenzie, 2019). These decisions are be-
ing carefully observed by many other libraries to determine the ef-
fects on resource access, and whether they can rely on alternative 
resource provision networks, such as institutional repositories and 
interlibrary loan. 
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Stewards and shepherds of the open access framework 
Open access would not remain among the forefront of important li-
brary issues if not for the many organizations dedicated to advocacy 
and vigilance of publishing models. Organizations such as SPARC* 
(Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition), The Direc-
tory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ), The Open Scholarly Publishers 
Association, the Confederation of Open Access Repositories (Royster, 
2016), and cOAlition S. These organizations continue to expand open 
access initiatives and services as the publishing industry evolves. Con-
sortia, or groups of libraries partnered together for resource contract 
negotiations and some of those projects are also vital to the open ac-
cess arena. Major groups such as the Big Ten Academic Alliance, the 
Greater Western Libraries Alliance, the University of California Sys-
tem, and Projekt Deal have made strong attempts to negotiate sus-
tainable and open access content provisions in subscription contracts. 
Both at the consortia and institutional level, these groups are closely 
examining upcoming contract renewal/cancelation negotiations, and 
are building frameworks for new licensing terms of agreement to 
achieve sustainable prices and incorporate open access options. 
Future of open access 
In the present and future framework of open access, there are sev-
eral areas of development to be aware of, and the trajectory in which 
they are moving to accomplish specific goals, albeit many are aspira-
tional in nature. 
Defining types of open access 
One of the methods of ensuring content remains open access is by pub-
lishing in a stable open access journal, or by paying for an article to 
become open access through article processing charges. Bronze OA is 
a publication that may have been offered free by a vendor at one time 
(Emery et al., 2020). Gold OA is typically paid open access through 
APCs. Green OA is usually achieved by depositing an article preprint 
in an institutional repository, and Platinum/Diamond OA is an open 
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access publication, which is truest in the sense of open access because 
it requires no fee. Creative Commons Licenses may also be applied 
to resources, which give creators more power to establish boundar-
ies on how content may be “copied, distributed, edited, remixed, and 
built upon” (Creative Commons, 2017). Terminology is likely to change 
based upon publishing models and how open access stipulations are 
negotiated and designated between libraries and information vendors. 
The internet 
The Internet outside of traditional repositories shows promise and 
opportunities for open access. The Internet Archive’s “Wayback Ma-
chine” allows users to view historical websites that have been pre-
served on a routine basis because they allow web crawling, which 
allows automatic systems to read and preserve their content. In addi-
tion, the Internet Archive, Project Gutenberg, and Google Books pro-
vide free access to a substantial amount of content. However, such In-
ternet repositories have been subject to accusations of piracy. Google 
Books was brought to court for digitizing books still in copyright, but 
the case was ultimately dismissed due to Google’s use of snippets of 
books, which falls under fair use laws (Meyer, 2015). However, Google 
Scholar does a great service in providing indexed data that can lead 
a user to publisher owned, or open access content. The DOAJ, the Di-
rectory of Open Access Books, the Directory of Open Access Reposito-
ries, and the Registry of Open Access Repositories also serve as great 
resources for locating open access content. 
Conversely, the most egregious offender of copyright infringement 
and information piracy continues to be Sci-Hub, a repository of jour-
nal articles made freely available on the web without the obtaining 
the proper rights to publish the content. It is contentious as some 
scholars view this as an invaluable tool for obtaining articles that are 
inaccessible due to expense or lack of a library subscription to the 
content. Other entities such as businesses view this activity as pi-
racy and, therefore profit loss. Universities view Sci-Hub as a secu-
rity threat (Anderson et al., 2020), as most articles are illegally ob-
tained through phishing scams to acquire user credentials, and risk 
massive downloads of journals from their institutions. Access may be 
shut off because of security breaches, and piracy of information goes 
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against many libraries’ missions to provide information access legally. 
Whether viewed as Robin Hoods or pirates, these projects will con-
tinue to occur and be challenged, but are difficult to stop, as Sci-Hub 
and others operate outside U.S. legal jurisdiction. 
Open access tools 
In the wake of the serials crisis, several tools have emerged to help 
the open access movement. Unpaywall, the Open Access Button, 
Google Scholar, and Kopernio (although owned by the for-profit ven-
dor, Clarivate), help direct users to open access content. For evalu-
ating the worth of paid subscription resources, tools such as UnSub, 
Roam.plus, and Delta Think help combine usage, cost per use, open 
access content, and interlibrary loan prices to analyze the real worth 
of a subscription to a library. These tools help to identify what per-
centage of libraries subscription resources are open access, and are 
invaluable tools for not only identifying these journals, but track-
ing the amount of open access content available or diminishing over 
time. The data reports empower libraries to engage in one of the 
most notable present and continuing battlegrounds of open access—
transformative agreements. 
Transformative agreements and open access mandates 
A transformative agreement can best be described as a “contract 
agreement that seeks to shift [subscription] payment from a library 
to a publisher away from subscription- based reading and towards 
open access publishing” (Hinchliffe, 2019a). Within this agreement, 
there are “publish and read” and “read and publish” models. Read 
and publish agreements allow for reading the content (subscribing to 
a journal), but with negotiated costs included to make institutional 
publications open access. A publish and read model is a payment for 
each institutional article published, but users are able to read a jour-
nal without an additional cost. Read and publish agreements would 
be more beneficial with lower costs for high research article produc-
ing universities, whereas publish and read would be beneficial and 
lower cost for low research publishing universities (Hinchliffe, 2019a). 
Some universities have paid more than double their subscription costs 
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under transformative agreements (Säll et al., 2020), so caution must 
be used as this strategy is pursued in the future. 
Some of the most intriguing transformative aspirational initiatives 
have been developed by cOAlition S and MIT Libraries. As mentioned 
in the introduction of this column, the MIT Framework for Publisher 
Contracts is a new model for open access negotiations. In this frame-
work, no author will have to waive open access rights, relinquish copy-
right, publishers will deposit the publication in the institution’s repos-
itory, text analysis will be allowed, preservation will be maintained 
through trusted archives, and pricing models will be transparent and 
sustainable (MIT Ad Hoc Task Force, 2020). Hundreds of libraries have 
endorsed these aspirational principles as potential negotiating stip-
ulations in future contracts with information vendors. MIT has had 
minimal success (ACS Newsroom, 2020), with other larger publishers 
unwilling to yield to these radical demands (Song, 2020). However, 
many of the points in the framework are gaining in momentum, and 
if anything, open the conversation for libraries and institutions push-
ing back to retain ownership rather than signing copyrights to pub-
lishers or paying high APCs to make content open access. 
Plan S is another intriguing open access strategy established by 
the European Research Council, in which all scholarly publications 
funded by public or private grants must be published in open access 
journals, platforms, or repositories without an embargo, beginning 
in 2021 (cOALition S, 2018). Also aspirational, this places burden-
some requirements on scholars, who may not be able to find open ac-
cess journals that suitably meet their discipline, and would prevent 
them from publishing in prestigious and widely read journals, or the 
journal of their choice unless funding organizations override Plan S 
requirements (Van Noorden, 2020). Regardless, this poses complica-
tions for small presses, who cannot afford to publish without mone-
tary support through subscriptions. Most notably, APC charges have 
not been negotiated with a cap on prices (Hinchliffe, 2019b). This 
has been a failing for both transformative agreements in the United 
States and Plan S in Europe. This could potentially set up an envi-
ronment for another serials crisis, where APCs are unsustainable in-
stead of subscription costs. 
Mering &  Hoeve  in  Serials  Rev iew 46  (2020)        8
Conclusion 
Covering the milestones of open access to the transformative agree-
ments of the MIT Framework for Publisher Contracts and Plan S, open 
access has a tremendous amount of future potential for options and 
strategies to pursue with the goal of making information freely acces-
sible to scholars. While many goals are feasible, some are currently as-
pirational and only time will tell if they succeed or fail. Open access’ 
flexibility to change will continue to shape libraries’ thinking and how 
we continue resource provision in the future.  
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